
Our Oak Trees at risk 

Being a tree-lover, I hate cutting down trees when I don’t have to. But sometimes 
the need arises… a tree dies, a damaged or overgrown tree creates a risk to the 
home/cabin, a thinning out is needed so other trees can flourish, or space is wanted 
for a particular view (within reason and zoning laws, of course). 

As a Bone Lake cabin owner, I wasn’t aware that trimming or cutting down any of 
my numerous oak trees at the wrong time could put them - and my neighbors’ 
trees - at risk. While working with a local tree service company this winter, it was 
the first time I had heard about “oak wilt.” After then talking with some very helpful 
people at the WI DNR (where I may have learned more than my tree trimmer on 
this topic), I thought it would be good to share with our community what I learned 
about being safer and more conscientious of our oak trees’ health. 

So what is Oak Wilt and why should you care? 

Oak wilt has been in Polk County now for decades. Beetles introduce the disease by 
carrying oak wilt fungal spores from infected trees or firewood to fresh wounds of 
fully cut or pruned oak trees. Pruning or cutting down oaks in spring and early 
summer - April through July - leaves them vulnerable to this disease, which rapidly 
kills trees in the red oak group and weakens those in the white oak group. Any 
damage during this time, including broken branches caused by storms, exposes 
living tree tissue beneath the bark and provides an opportunity for the oak wilt 
fungus to infect the tree. 
 
In the spring, fungal mats develop under the bark of some trees that have died 
from oak wilt the year before. These mats force the bark to crack open and the 
fungus produces a sweet odor that attracts sap-feeding beetles. The beetles then 
fly to healthier oaks to feed on sap flowing from any fresh wounds and transmit the 
fungus to those healthy trees. Trees infected become dehydrated as the disease 
plugs up the water's path through the tree. As water movement inside the tree is 
slowed, the leaves wilt and drop off starting at the top of canopy resulting in the 
tree dying off in about 5 weeks. 
 
Unfortunately, while the infected tree dies, it can also spread the disease through 
its root system to other trees in the area - even if they are healthy. In fact, the 



most common way that oak wilt spreads is through the interconnected roots (root 
grafts) to other trees. If healthy oaks of the same species are near an infected tree, 
removing the infected tree, instead of controlling the spread, could cause the 
fungus to move more quickly through the root grafts. For example, an infected oak 
tree with a 15-inch trunk diameter could infect similar oak trees within a roughly 
50-foot radius. Also, cutting down even a healthy oak tree during the 
spring/summer risk window, could result in infection within less than an hour. This 
means the stump would need to be ground out, or immediately be painted with 
pruning sealer or tree paint to minimize any risk. 

Oak groups and the impact: 

Oaks in the red oak group (black, northern red, northern pin and others with 
pointed leaf edges) get this disease most easily. Oaks in the white oak group 
(white, swamp white, burr, English, and others with rounded leaf edges) are less 
susceptible but still at risk. 

 
 
Ways you can protect your oaks from oak wilt: 
 
To protect oak trees in your yard or woodlot from this often-fatal disease, WI DNR 
forest health specialists recommend taking a few simple steps: 

• Avoid injuring or cutting oaks from April through July. If your oak trees are 
accidentally wounded, use a pruning paint to seal the wounds. 

• Keep firewood local. Do not transport firewood long distances to your 
property.  

• Stay informed and get help if you suspect your oaks may be infected.  Find 
information online (link below) and contact your local DNR forest health 
specialist for assistance with diagnosis and control.   



 

Additional resources: 

More information is available online at the Wisconsin DNR website at dnr.wi.gov, 
and then search for "oak wilt" or "firewood." There is also a good article about 
“building on a wooded lot” to reduce the risk of oak wilt at 
https://dnr.wi.gov/files/pdf/pubs/fr/FR0127.pdf  

For further questions, please contact the WI DNR and ask for an Oak Wilt specialist 
for Polk County area. Contacts are: 

• Paul Cigan, DNR forest health specialist, 715-416-
4920, Paul.Cigan@wisconsin.gov 

• DNR regional forest health staff: 
https://dnr.wi.gov/topic/foresthealth/staff.html 
 

 



 
Sap-feeding beetle on diseased oak tree in Sawyer County. (Photo credit: DNR) 

 



 

Fungal mats produce oak wilt spores and grown underneath the bark of trees killed 
by the disease. (Photo credit: DNR) 

 

 

Infected leaves appear dull green/bronze, water-soaked but partially green, and will 
drop rapidly in mid-summer. (Photo credit: DNR) 


